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O

n a damp, depressing late
September afternoon, I park
on the street in front of my house
c.7vfEGAN 'BARD01.PH
and wonder where the summer
has gone.
Stepping out of my mini-van, I
notice my neighbor, Serena, sitting
outside on her front porch. She
looks lazy. Her stomach spills over
the top of her pants two sizes too
small. Lately, I'd been trying to
ignore her. She'd owed me twenty
dollars for over a month, and I'd
all but given up on ever seeing the
money again. Qyite frankly, she's
a pesky, relentless bum who takes
advantage of me at every given
opportunity, and I'm fed up with
it. I make sure not to look up at
her as I lock my van and try to scurry around the back so she won't notice me.
I don't even walk two steps before I hear her calling my name.
"Megan!" I freeze, I'm caught. Is there any way I can dash into my house
and pretend not to hear her? Probably not. I sigh and hesitantly peek around
the corner of the van.
"Yeah?"
"Where were you when 1 came over?"1 pause to formulate a response, when
it occurs to me that I don't even know what she's asking.
"I.. .. don't know. When?"
"C'mere!" She yells and motions with both arms. I slowly pace over to the
sidewalk in front of her house. "Damn, girl, you're pale. What's the matter?
You been sick?"
"I've been busy... you know, I'm in school now and --,"
"Now tell me, where were you when I came over?" She sounds upset with
me, and I try to go over in my mind if there is any possible reason I'm not supposed to leave my house.
"Serena, what are you talking about? Today? Yesterday? When?"
She shifts her weight on her chair and a serious, almost motherly expression
takes over her face. "1 tried coming over three times last week. Three days in a
row, but you weren't never home."
"Well, was my van parked out front?"
"Yeah, every time. Where were you?"
"Urn ... " 1 decide against telling her that I've stopped answering the door
because 1 don't want to risk seeing her. So instead, 1 mumble something about
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how I was probably sleeping or out with someone else.
She's not listening anyway. Her brow
she sticks out her chin and
lower lip and calls for me again. "You scared to come up on my porch? C'mere,
I said!" I take a few lethargic steps closer and let my head drop. My eyes begin
tracing the outline of my shoes against the cold concrete of the sidewalk. A
few cigarette butts float limply in a nearby puddle. 'The air feels lifeless around
me, and I only want to go to bed.
"Megan, let me tell you something. Today's my baby's birthday. Tomorrow's
my other baby's birthday. Miesha is 12 today and ain't nobody called her. Not
my sisters, not my mom, not my uncle. Her dad told me a check would come
in the mail for her by Saturday, and you know what happened?"
"What?" I can only imagine. But in the end, I'll make a bet she never got
the check.
She points toward the end of our street. "The mailman sat in his car right
down on that corner for 20 minutes, then drove away. And nobody on this
whole fuckin' street got no mail on Saturday."I remember that, while I thought
little of it at the time, we received nothing in our mailbox last Saturday. "So
now, a different lady comes to bring the mail today, and I be waitin' all day for
the check to come. And it didn't come today, Megan. My baby's birthday check
didn't come today. I cussed her out, and I called the post office and reported
that mailman's sorry white ass for not bringin' nobody no mail."
Typical Serena to think the whole world is out to get her. Typical Me to
find a more practical explanation. '~e you sure Miesha's dad actually sent the
check out? Maybe he was lying."
She shakes her head to dismiss the idea. "Megan, this man been sending
me money for 12 years and believe me, when he say it's in the mail, I
it
right on time."
I shrug my shoulders and let them fall loosely. "Maybe it's just a little backed
up at the Post Office or something, I don't know." I still find it hard to believe
that she considers me a source for the answers to her problems. I know nothing about being a single mother of two. I know nothing about being a mother,
period. I know nothing about living in poverty. I know nothing about being
black. I just happen to live next door to her.
"Megan, that's not the point. It's my daughter's birthday today, and she's
sitting inside crying her eyes out. I don't got nothing to give to her." She stands
up and paces to the other side of the porch. I know where this conversation is
heading, and at this moment I make a silent vow to myself not to let her get
to me, as she has countless times before. She continues. "You know anybody
wanna buy a computer?"
Oh, no. I will not play this game. "I have a computer, Serena."
"DVD player? Movies? Megan, I don' know what to do no more."
"What about your job?"
"What job?"
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"Aren't you working at Meijer now?"
"I told you 'bout that already."
"No, you didn't." She hadn't. 'There had been a stretch of several months
when Serena was unemployed. During this time, she bummed cigarettes, asked
for rides to her sister's house at 2 a.m., and borrowed money from me almost
daily. She had rarely paid me back. I think at one point she had owed me over
one hundred dollars, and I still let her walk all over me. Last I'd heard she was
training for a job as a cashier.
"I told you, Megan, I went through all that training and the day before I
started they called me up and told me not to bother coming in."
"Why not?"
"Cuz on the application when they asked if I'd ever been employed by
Meijer I wrote 'no'."
"Well, have you been?"
"Yeah. I worked at 28 th and Kalamazoo. But I must not have realized I wrote
'no'. So now they think I got something to hide from 'em. But let me tell you
something, Megan, what would I gain from purposely lying to them?"
"1. . .I don't know." I could think of a number of things off the top of my
head.
"So now, I gotta have a meeting with the person below Frederick Meijer
himself just to try to keep my job. Now, Megan, they're digging up past from
seven years ago."
"Well, I guess they kind of have to."
"But, Megan, put two and two together here. They gonna find out about
something I really did lie about on the application."
"What's that?"
"I wrote I never been convicted of no felony. And you know that ain't true.
You remember what went down with my cousin? And that still ain't come
around again. I put it behind me."
"But...you lied, Serena."
"I had no other choice, Megan. I needed that job. I don't got no money."
She looks desperate, and for a minute I feel truly sorry for her. Sure, I don't
have a lot of extra cash. But no matter what I say, my parents will still pay
my tuition. I'll still have a car. I'll still have a seemingly endless mountain of
clothes in my closet. My life is heaven in comparison with hers. Serena sits
down again, and balancing her elbows on her knees, she cradles her face in her
hands. I think she's crying.
"Look, all I'm askin'is for five dollars so I can buy my baby a pizza. for
her birthday."
My heart goes out to her. I want to give her the money, and it takes every
muscle in my body to refuse to give in to her pressures. "No. I can't do it. You
already owe me twenty dollars, and I told you I'm not your bank. If you don't
pay me back, I won't let you borrow in the future. Besides, I'm not working full
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time anymore. I don't have the money I used to."
"Babe, I know you're broke, too. But didn't I pay you back the last time I
owed you money?"
''About half of what you actually owed me."
"Now, you know that ain't true." Her voice quivers and she begins stumbling over her words. ''An' that's what I'm askin' about you not being around
last week. I came over three times tryin'to pay you back the money. You think
I don't know I owe you twenty dollars? I been tryin' to give it to you." I look
closely and can see tears of a lifetime of hurt and pain slowly trickle down her
cheeks. "Last week when I asked you for a dollar and you slammed the door
in my face, I was really hurt. So that's why I knew you wanted me to pay you
back. An' I tried."
"But, Serena, I still haven't seen a dime of the money."
"Who am I supposed to leave it with? Which one of your roommates? Tell
me, Megan, cuz I sure as all hell ain't gonna leave your money with just anyone.
Now I'm getting paid from school tomorrow night, and I'll bring the money by.
Just please ... five dollars." I feel my self-control melt away as I shuffle through
the items of my purse and search for some money. I don't know how, but suddenly I feel more passionately than ever that it is my obligation to help her out.
It is my duty to help support this woman in need. I feel the corner of a bill in
my wallet and I begin to take it out, when suddenly Serena jumps out of her
chair and grabs both of my hands. I am startled and forced to look into her
bloodshot eyes. She begins gasping heavily, and I wrinkle my nose and cringe
at the overpowering odor of alcohol on her breath. Looking behind her chair
on the porch, I see a bottle of Five O'clock gin three quarters empty and I know
that Serena is completely and sickeningly drunk. She tightens her menacing
grip on my arms and I am terrified of her. Panting in exhaustion, she takes a
great effort to emphasize every word of her following statement.
"'The only reason I ask you is cuz I know you the only one who will help
me out."
At this, I break free of her grip, turn and start toward my house. "I wish I
could, but I can't. I'm sorry, Serena." It's drizzling a little now. Shivering from
the cold, I march up the stairs of my porch, trying to ignore her persistent
shouts behind me. I look straight ahead, unblinking, unbelieving, until I'm
safely inside.

